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"The Catechism," and certain religious
verses. As a natural corollary of the intent to acquaint children with these selecALL fields of education are under- tions as a part of their religious life, we
going change at the present time. find the same selections in their readers. So
The field of reading instruction we see how this out-of-school goal conti oilalong with other fields is taking new direc- ed the content of reading instruction.
What about method? Well, if these setions, assuming new functions, developing
lections
were to serve their purpose they
new techniques. The purpose of this armust
be
memorized, learned "by heart.
ticle is to sum up a few of these new
Consequently,
the teacher spent the most of
trends and point out their practical applications in the classroom. But before em- her time having children "learn" the readei
barking upon a discussion of these modern selections.
Oral reading played an important role in
trends, I should like to review briefly some
of the great movements which have taken the lives of these people. There was a
great dearth of reading materials during the
place in reading instruction in the past.
American reading instruction has been colonial perioa. The Bible, generally speakmarked with a series of emphases, each ing, was the only book which the home liof which has been sufficiently strong to braries contained, and many families did
have controlled both content and method not even have a Bible. Furthermore, illitduring the period of its greatest intensity. eracy was highly prevalent, so it was cusThese changes have often come about as tomary for the uneducated members of the
the result of the changing social, economic family to gather in little groups in the evenings and on Sabbaths to listen to the oral
and political conditions of our country.
Our first period of reading instruction reading of the scriptures by one who had
was marked with a religious emphasis. The mastered the art of reading. Thus, we find
earliest settlers in America were actuated memorization and oral reading both meetwith religious purposes. They had come ing a real need in the lives of the colonists
here to seek religious freedom. Religion outside of school; therefore, memorization
was the one big controlling motive in their and oral reading were the order of the day
lives and it was only natural that we should in teaching children in the classroom.
So we can understand why we had the
find religion permeating and directing inkind
of reading instruction which we did
struction in the schools of the time, and that
have
in the first 150 years of life in
is exactly what it did. Let us see how this
America.
religious emphasis affected reading instrucAll readers ran along under this religious
tion.
influence
until about 1776, when they exThere were certain religious selections
perienced
their first radical change in conwhich it was deemed necessary for all chiltent
and
method.
By the latter part of the
dren to learn while their minds were
eighteenth
century
the vividness of the early
"green and tender." These selections constrife
for
religious
freedom had been dimsisted of "The Lord's Prayer,
The Ten
med in the birth of new generations who
Commandments," "The Apostles' Creed,
had learned of the bitter struggles of their
A talk made in Wilson Hall on June 23, 1938, forebears only through hearsay, and whose
during the Reading Institute at Madison College.
TRENDS IN READING
INSTRUCTION
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own hearts and minds were completely occupied with the new struggle for political
freedom and the task of developing a young
nation, strong, unified and harmonious.
While the greatest concern of the church
had been that of instilling religious convictions, the foremost goal of the state was
that of building national strength and making good citizens, thus the content of readers was now given over to selections which
would instill patriotism. With this new goal
of building a strong young nation, the whole
content of readers changed. They now
came to contain the fiery speeches of patriotic orators, informational selections on
American geography and history, patriotic
poems, etc.
The new emphasis affected method also.
Eloquent oral reading came to be the order
of the day. If these selections were to be
effective, they must be read in a way which
would move the listeners to tears or laughter or exalted heights of patriotism, as the
case might be. Hence, we find all of those
rules about inflection, pause, accent, cadence, etc.; and the big objective in reading
method came to be that of developing elocutionary expression.
Readers went on under this patriotic influence from 1776 until about 1840 and then
suddenly all was changed again, as the result of certain educational principles which
were undergoing much agitation in Germany at that time. German schools were
doing a lot of experimentation with Pestalozzi's ideas. Horace Mann and others
were taking trips to Germany to study education and then coming back here and diffusing the information that they had gleaned through addresses, magazine articles, etc.
I won't take time to explain what changes
entered into reading instruction at this time,
but will merely state, in the interest of
brevity, that changes did take place as a
result of these German-Pestalozzian influences.
Then at about 1880 reading instruction

[Volume 19, No, 7

changed again with a strong emphasis upon
literature and literary appreciation as a
result of Herbartian influences. It was
about 1918 that we departed sharply from
this cultural influence and became obsessed
with a strong, sometimes exaggerated emphasis upon the utilitarian type of reading
and silent reading techniques. Then in 1925
the Twenty-Fourth Year-book of the National Society for the Study of Education
appeared, and was one of the strong influences in bringing about a new era of
reading instruction marked by broader objectives than those toward which we had
previously striven. Education has changed
so rapidly during this last decade, however,
that the Twenty-Fourth Yearbook seemed
no longer to gear in with new trends, and
so a committee of the society prepared
another yearbook on reading which was
distributed last year.
Now with this brief background in mind,
let us consider some of the strong new
trends which are reshaping reading instruction at the present time, and which will
probably guide and direct its course during the next few years. We have been
making progress all through the past, but
we have also been making mistakes. What
are these mistakes? What is the outlook
for correcting them? What are the coming trends?
TRENDS IN READING
As a Tool for Learning: Reading has no
subject matter of its own. It is simply a
tool to be used in getting and understanding the content of geography, history, civics,
science, literature, art, music and arithmetic.
To the extent that we understand reading
to be a tool for learning, to that extent will
we provide our pupils with content that is
real or imaginative and satisfying to them.
As a Continuous Growth Process: We
have come to think of reading as a continuous growth process extending throughout
life. With this long-time view, more emphasis is being placed upon the building of
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permanent interests and the development of
life-time reading habits and tastes. Interests and tastes have assumed equal importance with the mastery of skills—the
three go on simultaneously.
Children's interests and activities in the
elementary school are centered primarily
upon people—how and where they live,
what they do and what they have and the
natural and physical world about them.
Therefore, the practical application of this
trend of reading as a continuous growth
process means that for much of their reading content we may turn increasingly to the
social, natural and physical sciences which
form the basis of children's activities and
interests. As a child matures and develops,
so do his interests and activities. His reading content must keep pace with his expanding interests. His skill in the use of the
reading tool will be developed through the
reading of his expanding interests and experiences and will therefore help him better
to understand and appreciate these interests
and experiences. To this end the reading
program is being enriched.
The increasing practice of giving children
many first-hand experiences, based upon
their many interests, is calling forth hitherto
untapped possibilities, thus enriching their
reading. A wealth of reading mateiials
grows out of and accompanies these experiences, planned by the children under the
guidance of their teacher. They record on
charts or in notebooks the plans for their
undertakings; the questions for which they
wish to find the answers; lists of books to
which they wish to refer; accounts of experiences; accounts of experiments in
science; stories—group and individual
which they prepare for booklets; plays and
songs; labels for construction work, exhibits, posters; items of class or school or
world interest for the newspaper; recipes
for cooking; directions for making things.
Materials which may be procured in no
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other way are written by teachers 01 students for their particular groups. Sometimes materials from more difficult souices
are re-shaped to fit the age level which is
ready to delve into them. Sometimes it is
necessary to put together original source
material concerning pioneers of aboriginal
inhabitants. At other times, teachers prepare accounts of particular sectional developments—geologic, industrial, social, cultural, economic. Sometimes teachers icwrite accounts in dramatic form for children who are following through their own
group interests and activities.
In addition to these reading materials
created by children and teachers, the practice of organizing reading instruction
around child interests calls for wider and
more varied reading from books. In carrying forward activities growing out of group
interests, children search for information
to answer their questions; for realistic
stories having a bearing on the subject of
study; for folk tales of the people or
country, and for poems having to do with
the interests of the group. The activity
may not only provide a need for wide reading, but it may call for work with different
types of materials; magazines, newspapers,
encyclopedias, as well as books containing
informative and literary selections. All of
these help to build new concepts and practices which give ever-increasing momentum
to an enrichment of the reading program.
As a Medium for Developing Social Concepts: The social significance of reading
in our changing civilization is one which
is giving concern. The radio, the sound
picture, the forum are probably exerting a
much greater influence in molding public
opinion and in acquainting people with social issues than is reading. We could use
reading very much more effectively than
we do in giving information, developing
broader vision and understanding, and in
building right social attitudes.
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Perhaps one of the most important needs
at the present time is that of developing
individuals who are thoroughly acquainted
with the society in which they live. Certainly, a responsibility devolves upon the
primary teacher to begin to orient her
pupils to life about them. Children need to
know about the various life activities which
provide the family with its food, clothing,
shelter, and recreation; to know something
of the ways in which men earn their living,
and to become aware of the natural and
physical world.
Meeting the need for developing right attitudes toward our changing civilization is
part of the responsibility of the new reading program. Teachers should select reading materials which tell about workers in
different fields; which tell about inventors
and inventions; which tell about primitive
peoples and their society; which tell about
methods of preparing food, clothing and
shelter in the olden days. 1 f reading materials are carefully selected, and if teachers
keep themselves alert to opportunities for
pointing out changes which are taking
place in our civilization, much can be done
through reading to develop awareness of
and constructive attitudes toward a changing civilization.
There is another important need of society which our reading could serve much
better than it usually does; that is the need
for developing attitudes of tolerance and
understanding of other points of view,
other cultures, other peoples. The use of
stories, plays, poems, and songs which describe customs and cultures different from
our own is one medium through which
teachers may develop sympathetic understandings of other peoples. Unfortunately,
many stories, plays, poems, and songs
simply point out the super-qualities of our
own civilization as compared with the
"queer things" which are done by other
peoples.
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We cannot achieve tolerance and understanding so long as we continue to point
out the "queer" and "strange" things which
are really ingenious adjustments that these
peoples have made to their environments,
and which should be recognized and commended as such, rather than held up to unfavorable comparison with modes of life
in our continent where environmental conditions are quite different. Let us take
great care to place before children stories
and poems which contribute to tolerant understandings, not those that militate against
them.
With these viewpoints in mind, perhaps
we can provide a type of reading content
which will make a direct contribution to
our national and international life. In the
earliest period of American history, reading materials were marked with a strong
religious emphasis and served life outside
of school only. Immediately following the
period of religious emphasis (1776-1840),
reading content was marked by a patriotic
emphasis. It was used to build enthusiasm
for young America, which was needed in
developing the new nation. But after a
time we became so concerned with the pedagogy of teaching reading, that we hid our
heads in the sand and concerned ourselves
only with the process of reading as an end
in itself.
Many believe that there was never a time
in our natural history in which the problems of American life were more crucial
than now, not even when our Pilgrim fathers were struggling for religious freedom;
not even when the patriots of 1776 were
struggling for political freedom.
Why
shouldn't we, as well, use some of the
reading content as a medium for helping
to meet the needs in our present day society? As teachers, let us look over and
beyond and above reading as a process, and
glimpse its function in building a better
America.
Nila Banton Smith

